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Erythema solare or sunburn is really due to the ultra-violet rays, but Erythema
the presence of radiant heat augments their action. Pigmentation affords solare
protection against these rays, with the result that blonde types who do
not become pigmented suffer more than brunettes. The erythema is
most marked on those parts directly exposed to the sun, but anomalous
cases occur in alpine districts where the ultra-violet rays, being re-
flected from snow and ice, produce sunburn on the lower parts of the
face.
Preventive treatment consists in avoiding direct exposure to sunlight
and protecting the skin by applying emollient preparations which are
opaque to the ultra-violet rays or which by fluorescent properties in-
crease the wave-lengths. Calamine lotion or liniment is useful, and
nut-oil, yellow soft paraffin, and the soluble salts of quinine are used
for their fluorescent effects. Tannic acid 10 per cent and castor oil 2 per
cent in industrial methylated spirit is an excellent prophylactic paint.
After exposure to X-rays or radium, erythema may not appear for two X-rays and
to three weeks, but if so delayed it is of mild degree. The earlier after mdlwn
irradiation that erythema appears the graver its significance, and it may
progress rapidly to painful and intractable ulceration or slowly to severe
atrophy of the skin. In this form of erythema it is essential to avoid
any further irritation, of the skin and only the blandest applications
should be used. As a rule lotions are tolerated better than ointments.
(c) Chemical Causes
These may be classified as: (i) caustics and corrosives, such as the
alkalis and strong acids; (ii) rubefacients, such as cantharides, capsicum,
croton oil, turpentine, and mustard; and (iii) substances to which some
individuals have an idiosyncrasy, the common ones being iodine,
mercurial salts, picric acid, salicylic acid, and chrysarobin; but no
doubt almost every local application has produced erythema and
dermatitis in some subjects (see Vol. Ill, p. 613, and Vol. IV, p. 266).
(d) Animals and Plants producing Erythema
It is well known that contact with hairy caterpillars and jelly-fish may Animals
produce a brisk local erythema; these lesions itch and may proceed to
oedematous inflammatory reactions with the later appearance of ery-
thematous patches on other parts of the body. The handling of some
fish produces similar effects, which are attributed to puncture from
prickly spines. Focal erythematous lesions are the earliest results of
insect bites and when the exposed parts of the limbs are attacked
symmetrical eruptions result which may simulate toxic rashes. (See also
BITES AND STINGS, Vol. II, p. 343.)
The common stinging nettle ( Urtica dioica) is the most obvious example Hants
of a plant producing erythema, but more interesting are the innumerable
other plants which produce dermatitis venenata in sensitive subjects,
the first manifestation being an erythema. It is most important to
consider the possibility that an acute erythema of the face, hands, or